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1
SENSOR CHIP AND METHOD FOR
MANUFACTURING A SENSOR CHIP

CROSS REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

This application is a divisional of U.S. Ser. No. 13/597,630,
filed Aug. 29, 2012, which claims the priority of European
application 11007137.0, filed Sep. 2, 2011, the entire contents
of each of which is incorporated herein by reference in their
entireties, as though fully set forth herein.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

The present invention relates to a sensor chip and a method
for manufacturing a sensor chip.

Integrated fabrication techniques such as, for example,
CMOS processing may be applied not only to manufacture
electronic circuits but also to manufacture sensors, also
denoted as sensor chips in the following. In such sensor chips,
a sensor structure may be built in or on a substrate, such as a
semiconductor substrate, and may or may not be integrated
with associated electronic circuitry on the same chip.

In EP 1 236 038 B1, a capacitive sensor chip is disclosed
containing multiple electrode elements structured on an oxide
layer covering a substrate. The electrode elements are cov-
ered by insulating material which subsequently is etched.
However, while the electrode elements may serve as an etch
stop to the etching process, etching the insulating material in
gaps between the electrode elements may only be control-
lable by defining the etching time upfront. This may result in
varying depths etched into the insulating material. It was
observed that the resulting etch depth may vary across a wafer
e.g. with deeper etching results in the centre of the wafer than
at its periphery. It was also observed that the resulting etch
depth may vary from wafer to wafer.

In particular, when the gaps between the electrode ele-
ments will be filled by a measuring material acting, for
example, as a dielectric layer between the respective elec-
trode elements for capacitive measurements, a varying vol-
ume of the measuring material may impact the measurement
results which effect may only be compensated by increased
efforts in calibrating such sensor chips.

BRIEF SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

According to a first aspect of the present invention a sensor
chip is provided comprising a substrate, a plurality of elec-
trode elements arranged at a first level on the substrate, at least
one gap between neighbouring electrode elements, a metal
structure arranged at a second level on the substrate, wherein
the second level is different from the first level, wherein the
metal structure at least extends over an area of the second
level that is defined by a projection of the at least one gap
towards the second level.

Preferred embodiments of the sensor chip may contain one
or more of the following features:

the second level is arranged between the substrate and the
first level;

the at least one gap is at least partly filled with a dielectric
material of a measuring layer for building a capacitive sensor;

at least n electrode elements and n-1 gaps with n>2,
wherein the n electrode elements represent n electrode fingers
of at least one electrode structure, and in particular wherein
the n electrode elements represent n electrode fingers of two
interdigitating electrode structures;
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the metal structure comprises multiple metal elements, and
each metal element is assigned to one of the gaps for extend-
ing over an area of the second level that is defined by a
projection of the assigned gap towards the second level;

each gap comprises at least an area in the first level con-
fined by neighbouring electrode elements;

multiple of the electrode elements are arranged in parallel,
and the at least one gap has the form of a rectangle;

the metal structure includes a single metal layer extending
underneath each gap and the electrode elements;

at least part of the metal structure is used as an electrode
structure for interacting with one or more of the electrode
elements;

aprotection layer covers the electrode elements and at least
part of the metal structure, and comprises a measuring layer
covering the protection layer;

the metal structure includes a shape complementary to a
shape of the electrode elements in an area within outer elec-
trode elements.

According to another aspect of the present invention, a
method is provided for manufacturing a sensor chip, the sen-
sor chip comprising a plurality of electrode elements
arranged at a first level on a substrate, at least one gap between
neighbouring electrode elements, and a metal structure
arranged at a second level on the substrate, wherein the sec-
ond level is different from the first level, and wherein the
metal structure at least extends over an area of the second
level that is defined by a projection of the at least one gap
towards the second level, the method comprising the step of
etching an insulating material covering the electrode ele-
ments and at least part of the metal structure and using the
electrode elements and at least part of the metal structure as an
etch stop.

Preferred embodiments of the method may contain one or
more of the following features:

the insulating material is etched by means of an etchant
applied for a predefined time;

a protection layer is applied to the electrode elements and
at least the part of the metal structure, and a measuring
layer is applied on top of the protection layer;

prior to etching the insulating material a first insulating
layer is applied on the substrate and a first metal layer is
applied to a layer stack comprising at least the first
insulating layer and the substrate; the first metal layer is
applied for building the metal structure, a second insu-
lating layer is applied to the structured first metal layer,
a second metal layer is applied to the second insulating
layer, the second metal layer is structured for building
the electrode elements, a third insulating layer is applied
to the structured second metal layer, and the etching step
is applied.

Other advantageous embodiments are listed in the depen-

dent claims as well as in the description below.

The described embodiments similarly pertain to the sensor
chip and the method. Synergetic effects may arise from dif-
ferent combinations of the embodiments although they might
not be described in detail.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

The aspects defined above and further aspects, embodi-
ments and advantages of the present invention can also be
derived from the examples of embodiments to be described
hereinafter with reference to the drawings. In the drawings,
the figures show:

FIG. 1 a cross section of a sensor chip according to an
embodiment of the present invention,
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FIG. 2 in diagrams (a) to (f) various stages in the manufac-
turing of a sensor chip in a cross sectional view according to
an embodiment of the present invention,

FIG. 3 a top view on the sensor chip as illustrated in FIG.
2(f), and

FIG. 4 a top view on the sensor chip as illustrated in FIG.
2(f) with a different design of the metal structure, and

FIG. 5 across section of a sensor chip according to another
embodiment of the present invention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE INVENTION

A sensor chip according to an embodiment of the present
invention provides a plurality of electrode elements arranged
at a first level on the substrate with at least one gap between
neighbouring electrode elements. A metal structure is
arranged at a second level on the substrate, wherein the sec-
ond level is different from the first level. The metal structure
at least extends over an area of the second level that is defined
by a projection of the at least one gap towards the second
level.

In such sensor chip, the metal structure may act as an etch
stop in addition to the electrode elements. The metal structure
may preferably be applied in areas of the sensor chip, where
with respect to a preferred direction of etching no electrode
elements are present for serving as an etch stop. In a preferred
embodiment, the metal structure may include a shape
complementary to a shape of the electrode elements, at least
in an area within outer electrode elements which area may
impact the measurement. For example, when anisotropic
etching is applied to a planar chip structure with an etching
direction orthogonal to the planar chip structure towards the
substrate, the etching of the sensor structures in etching direc-
tion may be stopped either by the electrode elements or by the
metal structure in areas where no electrode elements are
present in etching direction. Such areas may correspond to the
gaps between electrode elements. Hence, in a preferred
embodiment, the metal structure may be applied to all areas
across the entire chip area where no electrode elements are
present for serving as an etch stop in etching direction. In an
alternate embodiment, the metal structure may only be
applied to areas corresponding to gaps within outer electrode
elements. In another embodiment, the metal structure may
only be applied to confined areas corresponding to gaps
between neighbouring electrode elements belonging to dif-
ferent interdigitating electrode structures. In another embodi-
ment, the metal structure may be applied to all gaps existent,
while in a different embodiment the metal structure may be
embodied as a metal layer extending throughout the entire
chip area. For defining an area the metal structure covers the
or each gap defined by neighbouring electrode elements on
the first level may preferably be projected onto the second
level in etching direction. The area covered by the metal layer
with respect to a projection of an assigned gap may actually
include an area slightly smaller than the projected gap and
still be covered by the present idea since such slightly smaller
area may still satisty the metal structure serving as an etch
stop in case the etching process applied provides a recess with
arather low aspect ratio. Hence, it may be allowed that an area
covered by the metal structure corresponding to an assigned
gap may, for example, be at a maximum 10 percent smaller
than the actual projection of the gap. Specifically, a width
covered by the metal structure may be at a maximum 10
percent smaller than a width of the projected gap.

On the other hand, even if the aspect ratio of the recess
achieved by the etching process applied is rather high, which
means that the recess shows steep vertical walls between the

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

4

first and the second level, it may be preferred that the area
covered by the metal structure may extend at least a little
beyond the projected area, and preferably may extend
between 5 percent and 20 percent beyond the projected area.
Specifically a width of the metal structure assigned to a gap
may preferably extend the width of the gap projected by an
amount between 5 percent and 20 percent. Such slightly
oversized area of the metal structure may act as a safety
margin in stopping the etching process in case the electrode
elements and the metal structure are not ideally aligned with
respect to each other.

Preferably, after having etched the insulating material and
having exposed the electrode elements and the metal struc-
ture, in between the outer electrode elements there is no other
material visible in a top view prior to applying additional
layers than the electrode elements and the metal structure
having served as etch stop. Generally, an electrode structure
may be defined as structure comprising multiple electrode
elements electrically connected with each other. Outer elec-
trode elements may be defined as the electrode elements that
constitute an outer boundary of an electrode arrangement
comprising one or more electrode structures.

Typically, the electrode elements and the metal structure
are deposited at different levels of stack that build the sensor
chip. When applying an etchant to an insulating material into
which the electrode elements and the metal structure are
buried, the electrode elements may emerge first provided the
first level is above the second level in etching direction, while
the metal structure still is buried in the insulating material.
When continuing etching, the remaining insulating material
in the gaps between the electrode elements may be removed
until the second etch stop in form of the metal structure
emerges. The etching time may preferably be defined such
that the element that is buried deepest into the insulating
material in etching direction which in the present case is the
metal structure will be uncovered by a sufficient likelihood.
For example, an average etching time for uncovering the
lower metal structure may be determined by etching samples.
An applied etching time may be set to the average etching
time plus a safety bufter in form of, for example, 10% to 25%
of the average etching time.

As aresult, a sensor chip may be generated with a uniform
sensor structure, and specifically with a uniform depth of gaps
between electrode elements, and specifically between elec-
trode elements of interdigitating electrode structures, which
gaps may be filled with measuring material.

Itis noted that in the present application the term “applying
a layer/material on a substrate/other layer” is not limited to
directly depositing the layer/material on the substrate/other
layer but shall also include a deposition onto any other layer
as long as the layer/material is arranged above the substrate/
other layer.

Itis noted that the electrode elements may be understood as
individual elements used as electrodes. Alternatively, elec-
trode elements may be combined for building more complex
electrode structures. In this respect, fingers of an interdigitat-
ing electrode may be understood as electrode elements, as
may be a conductor electrically connecting the fingers in such
interdigitating electrode structure. Electrode elements may
belong to different electrode structures. For example, the
electrode elements in form of fingers residing in the common
first layer of the chip stack may belong to one or more, and
preferably to two electrode structures.

Both, the electrode elements and the metal structure may
be formed during a regular CMOS process each being formed
in a dedicated metal layer. Preferably, the topmost metal layer
in the resulting CMOS stack on the substrate may include the
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electrode elements while the metal structure may be arranged
in the next layer underneath, or in any other layer further
down in etching direction. In a preferred embodiment, the two
topmost metal layers are used for building the electrode ele-
ments and the metal structure.

For a sensor chip according to any one of the described
embodiments an etching step may be applied to an insulating
material covering the electrode elements and at least part of
the metal structure. The electrode elements and at least part of
the metal structure is used as etch stop in this etching process.
In this respect, the electrode elements and the metal structure
are already built and buried in insulating material. The prod-
uct resulting from this etching step may be an intermediate
sensor chip with exposed electrode elements and at least parts
of the metal structure being exposed. Such intermediate sen-
sor chip may further be processed, for example, by applying
a protection layer for preventing oxidation of the electrode
elements, such as made out of silicon nitride, for example,
and/or by applying a measuring layer which measuring layer
may comprise a dielectric material which is susceptible to the
chemical element or fluid to be measured. For example, the
measuring layer may be embodied as a polymer layer suscep-
tible to water which may change the dielectric properties of
the measuring layer. Such change in turn can be detected as a
change in capacity of the capacitive sensor chip. The final
product, in this embodiment, may be a humidity sensor.

A preferred etching process to be applied is dry etching.
However, in some scenarios wet etching can be applied, too.

Similar or relating components in the several figures are
provided with the same reference numerals. The view in the
figure is schematic and not fully scaled.

FIG. 1 shows a cross section of a sensor chip according to
an embodiment of the present invention. The sensor chip
comprises a substrate 1, for example a semiconductor sub-
strate, which, in other embodiments, may be a glass or a
ceramic substrate, and insulating material 7 on the substrate
1. At a first level L1 on the substrate 1, electrode elements 5
are provided having the form of electrode fingers belonging to
two different interdigitating electrode structures realized in
the first layer L.1. At a second level L2 on the substrate 1, a
metal structure 6 is provided comprising various metal ele-
ments. Both, electrode elements 5 as well as metal structure 6
are covered by a protective layer 3, for example in form of a
silicon nitride coating. A measuring layer 4 is deposited on
the protective layer 3. The measuring layer 4 preferably com-
prises a dielectric material between the electrode elements 5
and as such is arranged in gaps g5 between the electrode
elements 5 and on top of the electrode elements 5 such that a
capacitance between each two electrode elements 5 can be
measured. Note that two neighbouring electrode elements 5
in the present arrangement are operated at different poten-
tials, and accordingly belong to different electrode structures,
i.e. to different interdigitating electrode structures. Note that
the shape of the electrode elements 5 is not limited to elec-
trode fingers but can take any shape desired such as concentric
circles, etc. Specifically, two electrode structures may be built
from concentric circle electrode elements in one embodi-
ment.

FIG. 2 illustrates various stages in the manufacturing of a
sensor chip. The diagrams in FIG. 2 may the manufacturing of
an individual sensor chip or the manufacturing of a plurality
of sensor chips on a common wafer from which wafer the
individual sensor chips may finally be separated. For both
alternatives, FIG. 2 may only show a section of an individual
sensor chip or a section of a sensor chip on a common wafer.

The stack in FIG. 2(a) may result from conventional
CMOS processing: A first insulating layer 71, for example a
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6

silicon oxide layer, is deposited on a substrate 1. On top of the
first insulating layer 71 a first metal layer 61 is arranged. In a
following step, the first metal layer 61 is structured by con-
ventional processes, such as wet etching or RIE (Reactive lon
Etching), for building a metal structure 6 from the first metal
layer 61. The result is shown in FIG. 2(6). The metal structure
6 comprises metal elements arranged in parallel to each other
which metal elements extend into the plane of projection.
Each metal element has a width wé. Gaps 8 between two
neighbouring metal elements show a width g6.

In a next step as shown in FIG. 2(¢), a second insulating
layer 72 is deposited on the metal structure 6. On top of the
second insulating layer 72, which may be a silicon oxide layer
in this embodiment, a second metal layer 51 is arranged. In a
following step illustrated in FIG. 2(d), the second metal layer
51 is structured by conventional processes, such as wet etch-
ing or RIE (Reactive Ion Etching), for building electrode
elements 5 from the second metal layer 51. The individual
electrode elements 5 are arranged in parallel to each other
extending into the plane of projection. Each electrode ele-
ment 5 has a width w5. Gaps between two neighbouring
electrode elements 5 show a width g5.

According to FIG. 2(e) a third electrically insulating layer
73, for example a silicon oxide layer, is deposited on the
electrode elements 5. The entirety of insulating material
present from the first, second and third insulating layers 71,
72 and 73 now is collectively denoted as insulating material 7.
Note that after every depositing step an upper surface of such
intermediate product may or may not be planarized.

In a next step which is illustrated in FIG. 2(f), an etching
step is applied for etching the insulating material 7 from the
top for uncovering the electrode elements 5 and the metal
structure 6. The etching step preferably is applied for a
defined period in time which period in time is defined as being
sufficient for reaching down to the metal structure 6 and
exposing its metal elements. Both, the electrode elements 5
and the metal structure 6 act as an etch stop layer in the
etching process. Hence, both, the electrode elements 5 and the
metal structure 6 are made from a material suited for acting as
an etch stop with respect to the etchant used. The etching step
may include one of dry etching, wet etching, etc.

In a final step, the structure of FIG. 2(f) may be covered by
a protection layer 3 and a measuring layer 4 resulting in a
sensor chip according to FIG. 1.

Optionally, prior to the etching step as illustrated in FIG.
2(f), the third insulating layer 73 may be structured in order to
prevent the following etching step from removing the insu-
lating layer 73 from specific metal elements of the second
metal layer 51 which elements shall serve as conventional
conductive paths and which shall be protected from the out-
side by means of remaining portions of the third insulating
layer 73.

FIG. 3 illustrates a top view on the sensor chip of FIG. 2(f),
i.e. before any protection layer 3 or measuring layer 4 is
applied. FIG. 3 illustrates the electrode elements 5 as elec-
trode fingers of two interdigitating electrode structures. Every
second electrode element 5 is connected to electrode element
52 representing an electrical connection between these elec-
trode elements 5. Each other second electrode element 5 is
connected to electrode element 53 representing an electrical
connection between these electrode elements 5. By applying
different electrical potentials to the two interdigitating elec-
trode structures a capacitive measurement may be conducted
with the measuring layer 4 serving as dielectric filling
between the two interdigitating electrode structures and on
top of these. Whenever the measuring layer 4 is capable of
accepting molecules from the environment, the present
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dielectric properties of the measuring layer 4 may be changed
such that a presence and possibly a concentration of a chemi-
cal substance or a fluid in the environment may be deter-
mined. In case the measuring layer 4 is designed to accept
water molecules from the environment, the sensor chip may
work as a humidity sensor.

In FIG. 3, the shaded area illustrates the shape of metal
structure 6 in top view. In the present example, the metal
structure 6 is formed as a complement to the electrode ele-
ments 5 in an area within outer electrode elements 52, 53.
Such complement design of the metal structure 6 is beneficial
in that across the entire area between the outer electrode
elements 52, 53 which simultaneously denotes the area which
is relevant for the measurement, any unwanted unsteady etch-
ing is avoided for the reason that such entire area now is
provided with an etch stop layer in form of the electrode
elements 5 and the metal structure 6. A complement design of
the metal structure 6 with respect to electrode elements 5
generally may at least comprise a metal structure 6 that at
least extends over an area in the second level L2 that is defined
by a projection of the at least one gap g5, and preferably all
gaps g5, in the first level L1 towards the second level [.2.

In FIG. 4 an alternate metal structure 6 is introduced. In a
first approach, the metal structure 6 may only cover areas that
are defined by the projection of gaps between neighbouring
electrode elements 5 of different electrode structures. Such
areas are illustrated by shaded rectangles. Such metal struc-
ture 6 may be sufficient for improving the measuring quality
of the sensor chip. In an alternate embodiment, the metal
structure 6 may additionally cover areas that are defined as a
projection of gaps between neighbouring electrode elements
5 of the same electrode structure. Such areas are illustrated by
dotted rectangles. In another embodiment, the metal structure
6 may be embodied, at least in an area between the outer
electrode elements 52, 53 as a metal layer also extending
underneath the electrode elements 5. In such embodiment, the
structuring step according to FIG. 2(b) may be omitted or be
limited to structures outside the relevant area.

In the above embodiments, electrode structures are solely
formed by the electrode elements 5 in the first level L1,
wherein preferably two interdigitating electrodes are formed
by the electrode elements 5 by every second electrode ele-
ment being interconnected and operated at a common elec-
trical potential, and every other second electrode element
being interconnected and operated at a different common
electrical potential. The metal structure 6 may be operated at
a floating potential. In another embodiment, the metal struc-
ture 6 itself may build one or more electrode structures, which
are supplied with an electric potential. For example, the metal
structure 6 may build another two interdigitating electrodes
which may form a separate capacitive sensor on the second
level 1.2, or may build a single electrode structure interacting
with an electrode structure formed by all or selected electrode
elements 5 from the first level L1, for example. In any such
scenario, the metal elements may serve for both as an etch
stop layer in the manufacturing of the sensor chip and as an
electrode.

Note that any vertical measurement across levels of the
stack in general may require at least two conducting layers at
different levels in the stack. For example, in the sensor chip
according to FIG. 1 a vertical measurement may be imple-
mented, too. In addition to the above, further measurement
scenarios can be envisaged: The electrode elements 5 in the
first layer L1 may all be operated at a first electrical potential
different from a second electrical potential at which all the
metal elements in the second layers 6 are operated. In a
different embodiment, the electrode elements 5 in the first
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level L1 may belong to two different interdigitating electrode
structures for being operated at two different electrical poten-
tials, wherein typically every second electrode element 5 is
operated at the same first electrical potential while every
second other electrode element 5 is operated at a same second
electrical potential different from the first electrical potential.
In such scenario, the metal elements in the second layer [.2
may be operated at one of the following: The first potential,
the second potential, a third potential being different from the
first and the second electrical potential, and a combination of
the first and the second potential applied to interdigitating
electrodes built in the metal structure 6 of the second level L2.

FIG. 5 shows a cross section of a sensor chip according to
another embodiment of the present invention. In this
example, the metal structure 6 may not be arranged in the
neighbouring level to the electrode elements 5 residing in the
first level L.1. The metal structure 6 may be arranged more
distant to the first level L1. In the present example, the metal
structure 6 is arranged at a second level .2 while in a third
level L3 between the first level L1 and the second level [.2
additional electrode elements 9 may be arranged. In such
embodiment, also vertical measurements across layers in the
stack may be implemented.

In other embodiments, the layers used for building the
metal structure 6 and the electrode elements 5 may not be the
layers most close to the substrate 1 but instead may be the
topmost metal layers in the CMOS process which, for
example, may be the fifth and the sixth metal layer in the stack
counted from the substrate 1.

While there are shown and described presently preferred
embodiments of the invention, it is to be distinctly understood
that the invention is not limited thereto but may be otherwise
variously embodied and practised within the scope of the
following claims.

The invention claimed is:

1. Sensor chip, comprising

a substrate,

aplurality of electrode elements arranged at a first level on
the substrate,

a plurality of gaps between neighbouring electrode ele-
ments,

a metal structure arranged at a second level on the sub-
strate, wherein the second level is different from the first
level,

wherein the metal structure extends over areas of the sec-
ond level that are defined by projections of the gaps
towards the second level, and wherein the gaps are at
least partly filled with a dielectric material of a measur-
ing layer for building a capacitive sensor,

wherein the chip includes at least n electrode elements and
n-1 gaps with n>2, wherein the n electrode elements
represent n electrode fingers of at least one electrode
structure, and in particular wherein the n electrode ele-
ments represent n electrode fingers of two interdigitating
electrode structures,

wherein the metal structure comprises multiple metal ele-
ments, wherein each metal element is assigned to one of
the gaps for extending over an area of the second level
that is defined by a projection of the assigned gap
towards the second level and wherein each metal ele-
ment covers an area between 10 percent smaller and 20
percent larger than that defined by the projection of the
gap to which it is assigned.

2. Sensor chip according to claim 1, wherein the second

level is arranged between the substrate and the first level.
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3. Sensor chip according to claim 1, wherein each gap
comprises at least an area in the first level confined by neigh-
bouring electrode elements.

4. Sensor chip according to claim 3, wherein multiple of the
electrode elements are arranged in parallel, and wherein the at
least one gap has the form of a rectangle.

5. Sensor chip according to claim 1, wherein at least part of
the metal structure is used as an electrode structure for inter-
acting with one or more of the electrode elements.

6. Sensor chip according to claim 1,

comprising a protection layer covering the electrode ele-

ments and at least part of the metal structure, and
wherein the measuring layer covers the protection layer.

7. Sensor chip according to claim 1, wherein the metal
structure includes a shape complementary to a shape of the
electrode elements in an area within outer electrode elements.

#* #* #* #* #*
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